Liberal democracy needs a clear-eyed, robust defense to deal with the increasingly complex challenges it faces in the twenty-first century. Unfortunately, much of contemporary liberal theory has rejected this endeavor for fear of appearing culturally hegemonic. Instead, liberal theorists have sought to gut liberalism of its ethical substance in order to render it more tolerant of nonliberal ways of life. This theoretical effort is misguided, however, because successful liberal democracy is an ethically demanding political regime that requires its citizenry to display certain virtues and habits of mind. Against the grain of contemporary theory, philosopher Richard Rorty blends American pragmatism and romanticism to produce a comprehensive vision of liberal modernity that features a virtue-based conception of liberal democracy. In doing so, Rorty defends his pragmatic liberalism against a host of notable interlocutors, including
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Preface
In spite of, or perhaps because of, liberalism's victorious emergence from the twentieth century's epic battle of ideologies, it finds itself the victim of "la nouvelle trahison des clercs." Its secular, bourgeois ideals of individual liberty and constitutional democracy continue to be, as always, bashed by the traditionalist-reactionary Right and the radical Left. What's new is that even liberal theorists no longer seem keen to defend it, as if embarrassed by its relative world-historical success. Over the last three decades, Anglophone political philosophy has engaged in a veritable contest to theorize liberalism in the most ethically minimalist terms possible, lest it appear intolerant and hegemonic toward nonliberal ways of life. I wrote the present work because I think this theoretical project to gut liberalism of its ethical substance is folly and creates confusion about what it takes to have a successful liberal society. Liberalism is an ethically demanding way of understanding and getting around the social world, which requires citizens who are socialized and educated in an ethically liberal way. Multiculturalist critics of liberalism see this clearly and rightly conclude that it is inhospitable to ways of life that neglect or reject the deep habits of mind and complex virtues that the liberal regime demands. Liberal theorists who obfuscate these demands do a disservice to both liberalism and its nonliberal rivals. Liberalism faces serious challenges around the world today, both in the relatively liberalized parts of it as well as in the not-so-liberal parts. We cannot afford to take it for granted or misunderstand what it is. We need a clear-eyed, full-throated defense of liberal modernity that is updated to fit the contemporary liberal's more ideologically tentative, postmodern sensibilities. For this, we turn to Richard Rorty. Rorty, with his ingenious combination of American pragmatism and romanticism, shows us virtue-based liberal politics and culture that fire the imagination and embolden the liberal heart. They give us the ix
